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Abstract 
The subject of the paper is the correlation between family relationships and competent parenting, perceived from a systemic 
perspective. The aim of the research was to determine which family relationships are perceived as the most functional by the 
students, when the parents are presented with a permissive, authoritative, authoritarian, inconsistent, or indifferent educational 
style. We assumed that students assess, most positively, the family relationships where the parents are permissive. Our 
expectations, that the permissive style will be estimated as an indicator of the most functional relationships in one family, were 
based on the results of the research conducted by McGillicuddy-De Lisi, De Lisi (2007), and on the characteristics of the 
adolescent phase which our respondents are a part of.  We used the following research instruments: Index of Family Relations 
(IFR, Hudson 1982) and five vignettes in which the educational style of parents was described (authoritarian, authoritative, 
permissive, inconsistent and indifferent). The examinees were 316 male and 268 female students. The results showed that the 
participants estimated most positively, the story about a family in which both parents apply the authoritative educational style, 
and then a situation in which the father applies the permissive and inconsistent educational style, whereas, when the mother is in 
question, inconsistency comes before permissiveness. When both parents apply authoritarian and indifferent educational style, 
family relationships are estimated as significantly negative, especially in the case where the indifferent education style is applied 
by both parents. This finding is not in accordance with our expectations, but it agrees with the Circumplex model of family 
relationships and the expectations that the authoritative educational style relies on functional family relationships, in other words 
that the functionality of family relationships affects competent parenting. Students' perceptions of family relationships and 
competent parenting are very important for their adequate parenting in the future. 
 
© 2014 The Authors. Published by Elsevier Ltd. 
Selection and peer-review under responsibility of the Organizing Committee of LUMEN 2014. 
Keywords: Family relationships; competent parenting; educational style of parents. 
 
 
* Corresponding author. Tel.: + 38164/41-66-396; 
E-mail address: dragana.jovanovic@filfak.ni.ac.rs 
   t r . li   l i r t . This is an open access article under the CC BY-NC-ND license 
(http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/3.0/).
Selection and peer-review under responsibility of the Organizing Committee of LUMEN 2014. 
548   Marina Matejevic and Dragana Jovanovic /  Procedia - Social and Behavioral Sciences  149 ( 2014 )  547 – 552 
1. Introduction 
In this paper, the research of family relations and competent parenting is conducted from the systemic 
perspective. A systemic approach to family includes perception of the family as a living system composed of 
subsystems – partner, parental, subsystems created by children, while perceived as a whole it is a part of the 
ecological suprasystem with which it exchanges energy and information. In order to understand in which way family 
functions, it is important to understand the relations that exist between these subsystems, as well as the relations that 
exist between the family and the environment in which the family functions. Intimacy and closeness in partner 
relation, or distance and conflicts, are reflected on the functioning of the family system as a whole, on creating 
interractions between parents and children which finally gives a specific tone to family functiinality and parental 
functioning.  
2. The connection between family relations and competent parenting 
Studies related to the relationship between marriage and parenting have started during the eighties. Belsky 
(Belsky, 1984) pointed out that the effects of marital relationships on parenting must be observed and explored. The 
first empirical studies in this area (Grych, 2002) explore the connection between marriage and parenting during the 
period of accepting the parental roles, pointing to the significance of the marital functioning in the moment when the 
spouses accept their parental roles. Erel and Burman (Erel & Burman, 1995) have determined, based on the analysis 
of 68 researhes related to the connection between marital quality and parenting, that there is „the spillover effect“ , 
i.e. positive and negative effects of marital functioning on parental functioning. However, certain studies emphasize 
the negative correlation between the marital and parental functioning, pointing to the compensatory model according 
to which parents invest even more in their relationship with their children when there are problems in their marriage 
or marriage dissastisfaction. Others imply that parents are less focused on interracting with their children when they 
are very content with their marriage. It is obvious that both marital quality and parenting are multidimensional 
constructs and that understanding the functional mechanisms is very complex.  
Certain studies show that there is a negative relationship between marriage and parenting (Grych, 2002) because 
parents, in conflicted marriages, are more invested in their parental roles but it is certainly not a condition for good 
parenting. That type of relationship can only be burdened with the overprotective parenting style of the parents that 
can be negatively reflected on child’s development. Findings show that fathers who put stability over contentment in 
marriage have shown more adequate behavior towards their children, whereas fathers who have recognized a fall in 
their marriage contentment, express more intrusive behavior in their interration with their children. In contrast to 
that, mothers who have recognized a fall in their marriage contentment, behaved more adequately towards their 
children.  
The already mentioned empirical studies denote a association between marital and parental functioning and in 
different ways manage to document this association; however, it seems that this association is not yet fully clarified 
compared to the effect of some other factors as well as compared to the age of the examinees, because researches are 
usually conducted with parents of small children. Nevertheless, it can be concluded that there is a certain accordance 
when the gender of the examinees is in question because the majority of the findings denotes that male functioning 
in their parental role is more significantly connected to marital contentment, i.e., marital contentment to them is 
more important in order to achieve a competent marital functioning. Furthermore, there is a significant number of 
researches that indicate a presence of „the spillover effect“ between marital and parental functioning, which 
moreover indicates that marital relationship serves as a primary source of support in parenting. When parents in 
marital functioning show greater closeness, warmth and better communication, then they are also more affectionate 
towards their children and their parental role is more adequate, which contributes to creating a healthier and more 
encouraging environment for their children’s development.  
3. The parenting style of the parents and competent parenting 
The competence of the authoritative parents is connected, according to Baumrind, to instrumental competence of 
their children. Instrumental competence (Baumrind, Thompson, 2002) refers to a behavior that is socially 
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responsible and independent, behavior that is friendly and not unfriendly towards their peers, cooperation and not 
repulsiveness towards adults, achievements and not failures, dominance and not submissiveness, ambitious and not 
aimless behavior. The highest levels of children’s instrumental competence are connected to authoritative parenting. 
Children from authoritative families are friendlier towards their peers, more independent, more curious and more 
cooperative with their parents and interested in achievements. Authoritative parenting balances between warm 
participation and psychological autonomy, consistent behaviour and high developmental expectations in terms of 
social maturity and cognitive achievements. In contrast to the authoritative parents who are very demanding but not 
sensitive, the permissive parents who are sensitive but not demanding and the indifferent parents who are neither 
demanding nor sensitive, authoritative parents are equally demanding and sensitive. On one hand, Baumrind 
considers that authoritative parents ensure firm control and set high standards of maturity, and on the other hand 
they offer warmth, responsiveness for children’s needs and encourage independence. They remain open for 
children’s opinions but also take responsibility for directing their actions, emphasizing the need for decisions 
through communication and rational discussion through interactions that are friendly but also educative. A balanced 
perspective of the authoritative parents is not specifically directed to the child or to the parents, but tends to integrate 
the child’s needs with the parents’ needs. Opposite to the authoritative parents, the permissive parents, according to 
Baumrind, try not to punish their children but to accept the impulses, wishes and acts of the child. Permissive 
parents allow their child freedom in choosing his/her activities, accept and support his/her behavior and make little 
effort to establish control or standards of behavior. In her later work (Baumrind, 1991), Baumrind also adds another 
parenting style which coincides with the previously mentioned permissive-neglectful parenting style. Rejecting-
neglecting parents are neither requesting nor responding, they do not even try to support but they can constantly 
refuse or even completely neglect their responsibilities towards the child.  
The research conducted by McGilliccuddy-De-Lisi (McGilliccuddy-De-Lisi, De Lisi, 2007) showed that there are 
differences within the parenting styles of the mothers and fathers according to the perceptions of the adolescents. 
The results of this research show that adolescents believe that families are happier and function better when the 
fathers are more authoritarian than the mothers, and mothers more permissive than the fathers. Family relationships 
are also estimated more negatively when parents are authoritarian, while the family relationships where the parents 
are indifferent and indulgent are estimated  as the most negative ones, which coincides with the results of the 
previously mentioned researches.  
4. Methodological approach to the problem 
The research was organized with the aim to establish which family relationships are perceived as the most 
functional by the students when the parents are presented with the permissive, authoritative, authoritarian, 
inconsistent or indifferent parenting style. The following instruments were used in the research: The Index of Family 
Relations (Hudson, 1982) and vignettes in which several parenting styles were presented. Five vignettes were used 
for describing the parenting style of the father and of the mother and those were authoritarian, authoritative, 
permissive, inconsistent and indifferent. Based on the description of the parents’ actions towards the child, the 
students estimated the family as a whole. The estimations referred to different positive and negative aspects of 
family functioning consisted in The Index of Family Relations questionnaire. The scores from this scale of family 
relations were transformed on the valuation scale from 0 to 100 and oriented in the way that higher scores indicated 
that the examinee estimated the family relations as worse while the lower scores indicated that the examinee 
estimated the family relations as better. Our assumptions were the following: Students tend to perceive family 
relations as the most functional when parents are presented with the permissive parenting style. There were 316 
male and 268 female students questioned.  
5. Results of the research and interpretation of the results 
In terms of the expectations mentioned in the first specific hypothesis, the examinees have estimated as the most 
positive family relations when in the story the father is the one who applies the authoritative style, and the following 
situation is where the parent applies the permissive parenting style. The given results are represented in Table 1.  
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Table 1. Evaluations of the family relations based on the described parenting styles of the father and mother 
 Father Mother 
 AS SD AS SD 
Authoritarian 53.4 17.4 55.3 14.1 
Authoritative 26.6 14.0 32.0 15.8 
Permissive 27.7 15.0 36.7 15.2 
Indifferent 56.9 13.0 59.3 13.4 
Inconsistent 36.3 14.4 35.5 16.5 
F 664.1 477.7 
Sig. p<0.01 p<0.01 
Effect size measure (partial eta squared) 0.527 0.461 
 
This finding is not in accordance with our expectation but it is in accordance with the Circumplex model (Olson, 
2011). Students give advantage to the authoritative style where the parent sets clear rules, gives explanations for 
his/her acts and expectations. This kind of approach gives a clear, open and two-way communication between the 
parent and the child.   
When the actor of the story is the mother, the examinees estimated as the most positive relations when the parent 
is presented with the authoritative parenting style, then there is the inconsistent parenting style and then the 
permissive parenting style.The permissiveness of the fathers in the family is estimated better than their 
inconsistency, authoritarianism and indifference, which is logical. In addition to that, the permissiveness of the 
fathers for our examinees means better family functioning than the permissiveness of the mother. Mothers  probably 
tend to control their children more; they keep in touch with them all the time and monitor their development and 
their school success. That amount of control expressed by the father is not experienced in the same way. Tolerance 
and less control by the fathers is estimated more positively and in the same way as they estimate the mothers 
according to the same parameters.  
The data in the table show that after the permissive style of the father according to the estimated quality of family 
relations, follows the vignette where the inconsistent style of the parent is presented taking into consideration that 
the difference between the evaluations between the permissive and the inconsistent behavior of the father is much 
greater than the difference in the evaluations of families when these parenting styles are applied by the mothers. 
Obviously, the examinees make clearer difference in evaluating the families’ functionality where the father is 
permissive compared to the families where he is inconsistent, while in the evaluations of the families’ functionality 
where the mother is inconsistent there are not great differences compared to the families where the mother is 
permissive.  
Family relations in situations, where the father applies the authoritarian and the indifferent parenting style, are 
estimated as significantly more negative than the authoritative, permissive and inconsistent parenting style. Besides 
that, students also estimated the family as a whole as more negative when the father applied the indifferent than 
when he applied the authoritarian parenting style. These results are in accordance with the expectations that the 
indifferent parenting style is a reflection of the most dysfunctional relations in the family as a whole. Undoubtedly, 
that is the most undesirable parenting style for raising children because they feel isolated and as if they were at the 
bottom of the family relations. Competent parenting implies: primarily warm relation, acceptance and caring about 
child’ needs irrespectively of his/her developmental stage. Studies have shown parents’ involvement in children’s 
raising, even inadequate, to be very important for competent parenting (Teti, Candelaria, 2002). Indifference does 
not belong to a functional parenting style and it is not a characteristic of competent parenting.  
Family relations where the mother applies the indifferent and the authoritarian parenting style are described as 
the worst. The order of the evaluations is the same when the actor of the story is the father. The family relations 
where the mother applies the authoritarian parenting style are still better estimated than the family relations where 
the mother applies the indifferent parenting style. These findings are in accordance with our starting hypotheses.  
It can be noticed that in the situations where the mother applies the authoritative or the permissive style, family 
relations are estimated as less positive than when the father is the main actor of the same story. In the stories related 
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to mothers, the mean evaluations of family relations when the mother applies the authoritative, inconsistent and 
permissive style, are on a very similar level, while when the same stories are related to the fathers, the authoritative 
and permissive parenting styles are estimated more positively than the inconsistent parenting style. These 
differences probably arise from their beliefs that fathers are expected to be principled and consistent in their 
behavior, whereas that is not expected from mothers, i.e. they are more expected to be inconsistent and permissive.  
6. Conclusion 
The similarity in the order of estimates, when the auhtoritative parenting style of the mother and father is in 
question, implies that this style is the most desirable for good functioning of the whole family system. The results 
have shown that the examinees estimate equally the authoritativeness of the mother and father which is partly 
unexpected taking into consideration the complementarity of parental roles. When Serbian patriarchal culture is in 
question, it is expected that the father is responsible for the child’s discipline and that the mother’s role is to give 
love, and these expectations have affected the parental roles for many generations. The results of the research 
conducted by McGilliccuddy-De-Lisi (McGilliccuddy, De-Lisi, De Lisi, 2007), also confirm this complementarity. 
There is a question of whether these changed expectations related to parental roles are connected to the changes that 
have been happening in the social context and which were connected to affirmation and women’s emancipation and 
were supported by the socialistic society. These kinds of adolescents’ perceptions give specific contribution to the 
belief that there is certain flexibility in distributing the parental roles and that the contemporary approach to parental 
roles of the mothers and fathers is becoming more popular which is encouraging because it emphasizes egalitarian 
family relations. However, on the other hand, it should not be neglected that students still estimate more positively 
the authoritative behavior of the father than of the mother, which indicates that the patriarchal principle is still 
present and that there are different expectations which can be understood in the context of these roles’ 
complementarity but in a different way. Mothers are estimated more strictly which is in accordance with the 
patriarchal principle because more is expected from them as well as they are expected to sacrifice for their children 
and their family, and their responsibility is greater when parenting is in question.  
It seems like these results imply that contemporary and patriarchal principles coexist paralelly and that, in a very 
specific way, they construct adolescents’ perceptions who strive for something more contemporary but are, at the 
same time, captured in the patriarchal beliefs that are conveyed through generations. The transition gives a specific 
contribution to the creation of a different value system and different perception of parental roles, but on the other 
hand, the generational transfer of family culture affects the traditional continuity which can clearly be seen in 
students’ perceptions. The findings point out the contemporary ideas of the students about family functioning and 
the parenting styles of the parents, which is very important for their acceptance of parental roles in the future 
because they represent a tendency to egalitarian distribution of family roles and competent parenting.  
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